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Abstract: This study is based on an ethnographic study of 17-months at a design firm
which was amid a shift from product to service design. Instead of tangible products,
the designers at the firm created intangible services. This shift in work practices reduced crafting in design to making visualizations for reports and presentations. As a
response, the designers sought ways to spend more time on manually crafting in their
work. In the backstage, when among trusted peers and not facing clients, the designers
spent a lot of time on making new design tools even though this did not directly contribute to the success of the design project. This allowed them to develop their craft
skills, make sense of requirements of their renewed work context, and replenish emotional energy. This paper shows that it is nearly impossible for designers who consider
themselves craftspersons to ‘drop their tools’ and change their relationship with materiality when work changes.
Keywords: service design, changing work, materiality, craftsmanship

1. Introduction
It is July, the first author is three months into her fieldwork at a design and innovation consultancy. Like every Friday afternoon, the designers gather with loud chatter in the common
area for a design clinic. This time, the strategic director presents. With a heightened voice,
he says:
“It is time for a wake-up call. Design, as we now know it, will die”.

The designers immediately fall quiet. He explains that due to the firm’s recent acquisition by
an established management consultancy and additional market tendencies, the work of designers has changed significantly. “The industrialization has started”, he suggests. He then
continues that the easy way is to be dismissive of everything that is related to business, and
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in specific to the work of management consultants. But “tempting as it is, this is not the solution”, he warns. He highlights that designers need to respond to the changes they experience in their work:
“Design is changing, and we cannot stay fixed to our manners and methods. You need
to get up from your desk and walk around. Talk with clients. Move away from your
computer screen. It is time to open our eyes. Design is shaping the world that is coming and going to places it has not been before. I do not know if we are aware, let alone
ready for it”.

Later, the strategic director suggests that designers need to organize more client meetings,
work on their presentation skills, and overall become more familiar with the world of corporate consulting. When he finishes his speech, the designers start a fierce discussion. Some of
them are upset. Some of them are comprehensive. Some of them are quiet. All of them express feelings of insecurity. Then a discussion emerges. The designers ask questions like:
what does this mean in terms of our training? How do we set a standard in design? How do
we protect ourselves from becoming like corporate consultants? How do we keep ourselves
relevant in this context?
This empirical fragment on designers illustrates the changes that many craftspersons today
are facing: the role of materiality in their work is changing due to digitalization, industrialization (Kroezen et al., 2020), or, as in the case of the designers, entering new industries. A
craftsperson is someone who is engaged in work which prioritizes human engagement with
materials over machine control (Kroezen, Ravasi, Sasaki, Zebrowska & Suddaby, 2021). Designers can be seen as craftspersons not only because they identify themselves as such (Björklund, Keipi & Maula, 2020), but also because socio-material practices are key to their work
(Elsbach & Stigliani, 2018). The role of materiality in the work of designers is changing as the
consequence of the emerging field of service design, which attracts many (former) product
designers. Therefore, today designers no longer only use their design skills to develop tangible products, finished products including digital applications, but also intangible outcomes
such as services, strategies, and innovation opportunities (Fayard, Stigliani & Bechky, 2016:
272). While before human engagement with materials was key in the work of designers, now
it is pushed to the periphery.
At the same time, it is hard to think of the work of designers as craftpersons without referring to materiality. Organizational scholars demonstrated that craftspersons engage with
materiality in all sorts of ways. There are case studies that emphasize the instrumental use
of materiality in the work of craftspersons. Examples include work on brewers making beer
or kombucha (Garavaglia & Swinnen, 2018; Kroezen & Heugens, 2019; Kuijpers, Popa &
Kroezen, 2019) and knit-and-stitch hobbyists who make blankets (Minahan & Cox, 2007).
These studies use materiality to either refer to the making process - how craftspersons use
certain tools and techniques, or outcomes - what craftspersons are working on. There are
also studies that highlight the entangled relationship between craftspersons and materiality.
For example, in his book on craftsmanship, Sennett (2008) describes the case of carpenters
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who are so involved in the process of making a chair that they become ‘one’ with the materials, tools and techniques they are working with. Recently, also the study of Bell and
Vachhani (2020: 696) highlights that craftspersons and the objects they are making evolve
through assembled and “sensory engagements” with materials, tools, techniques, and surroundings.
If we assume a constitutive relationship between materiality and craftspersons, it becomes
interesting to see what happens if craftspersons are forced to change their relationship with
materiality in their daily work. We can only fully understand the entangled relationship between craftspersons and materiality when we look at a case in which the two are disconnected, for example through a change in work practices. Therefore, our study of designers
who are ‘forced’ to drop their tools in the renewed context of their work as service designers offers a valuable opportunity to develop a more empirically grounded understanding of
the role of materiality in the work of craftspersons. We did a longitudinal ethnography of
about 17 months at design and innovation firm Fjord. We analyzed our data with the aim of
developing new theoretical insights. We highlight the relevance of an embodied perspective
to craft by showing that craftspersons cannot simply change their relationship with materiality because they enact it as a matter of habit.

2. Methods
To explore how designers cope with changing work, the first author (hereafter: ‘the
fieldworker’) conducted an ethnography that lasted 17 months between March 2016 and
July 2017. This longitudinal form of embedded research “involves the researcher
participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time,
watching what happens, listening to what is said and/or asking questions through informal
and formal interviews, collecting documents and artifacts - in fact, gathering whatever data
are available to throw light on the issues that are the emerging focus of inquiry”
(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007: 3). In other words, in doing ethnography the fieldworker
employs all sorts of research methods that help her to immerse in the lifeworld of her
research subjects. It is a suitable strategy to study both the ‘frontstage’ and ‘backstage’ of
work (Goffman, 1959).
In his work entitled The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life, Goffman uses the metaphor of
a theater to distinguish between two spaces where human interactions occur: the frontstage
and the backstage. In the frontstage region, actors perform a role to an audience. Actors are
aware of the audiences’ expectations and intend to impress them. At work, the frontstage
can be the space where we engage with clients or directors that are not structurally involved
in our everyday work. In the frontstage, actors emphasize some aspects of our ‘character’
while suppressing any aspect that may discredit the desired impression (Goffman, 1959:
p.114). For that, there is a different space: the backstage, our communal hide out for when
we don’t perform. A space to relax, unwind, or prepare before we go on stage.
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Most of the data used in this paper are collected through doing participant observations.
The fieldworker participated in the life worlds, both during and after work hours, of
designers among others by taking the role of a researcher in a design team. This immersive
experience allowed her to personally observe the work activities of designers, including
meetings. It was often in such meetings that the designers reflected on their work and
sometimes explicitly discussed work changes. When possible, the fieldworker tried to
capture the meetings on record which she later transcribed. The data collection also
included semi-structured interviews. The interviews were complementary to ethnographic
experiences and helped us develop a more ‘polyvocal account’ of our data (Clifford and
Marcus, 1986: 15). In total the fieldworker conducted 67 interviews with 36 informants,
among which designers, clients, and consultants of the acquiring firm. Each interview lasted
between 45 minutes and 180 minutes and was transcribed. Finally, we also collected archival
data, especially around the Pension+ project. We collected the project’s briefing, reports,
strategy documents, meeting notes and other forms of texts related to the project.
Gathering such archival data was helpful in developing a richer contextual background to the
interviews and observations.
As with other forms of qualitative research, when doing ethnography, the data collection
occurs congruently with processes of analyzing data (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Lofland
& Lofland, 2006). Our data analysis was based on grounded theory techniques (Strauss &
Corbin 1990). This means that we inductively coded our data and from our coding processes
our first interpretations emerged which we ultimately developed in theoretical
contributions.

3. Crafting in the backstage and the case of Pensiopoly
How do designers in the shift from product to service design cope with their work becoming
more abstract, and their engagement with materiality changing? We found that designers’
response was to continue engaging in manual crafting, but to move these practices to the
backstage, hidden from their clients and management. Analyzing the rationale behind craft
in the backstage will help us better understand why engaging with materiality was so
important for the designers as craftspersons. To show how they continued engaging in
manual crafting, we turn to the example of Pensiopoly: an interview game that the designers
developed during the ‘discover’ phase of the service design project.
Like the popular game Monopoly, Pensiopoly (see image 1) was developed by the designers
as a game that could be played by multiple players. The aim of Pensiopoly initially was to
execute multiple user interviews in a fun way. “We do not do focus groups”, one of the
designers in the service design project said. “That is too much marketing”, she added. With
Pensiopoly they could gain insights in financial decision-making behavior of potential
customers of Pension+. The game was structured through questions that needed to be
answered, such as: “via what channel or platform do you manage your finances?”, “how do
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you save money?” or “what was a big financial decision you had to make and how did you
make this?”.

Image 1. The final digital design of the game Pensiopoly

Pensiopoly was developed during a busy period for the designers. They had little time to finish the next design deliverable called “the insights document”. But still, some of the designers in the design team spent lots of hours on developing Pensiopoly. Day in and day out,
they gathered to talk about the design and workings of the game. They sketched their first
ideas on paper. They digitized their sketches. Printed their sketches. Iterated their sketches
within the design team and with other designers in the studio. Adapted their sketches again,
and again. They kept on working on Pensiopoly until they developed a prototype they considered “good enough”. At that moment, it was not strange to see the designers work overtime in the studio. They spent most of their time and on making the game look perfect.
The development of the game did not only take up a lot of time, but it also created tensions
within the design team, especially between the old timers - those who were working for several years at Fjord and had backgrounds in more traditional design disciplines such as product design - and the newcomers - those who recently joined Fjord, were relatively new to
the field of design and had backgrounds in business and management. The lead of the design
team, a newcomer, considered that “too much time” was spent on the development of the
game vis-a-vis the analysis of research insights, as shown in the following fieldnotes’ fragment:
“The team lead said that making Pensiopoly so far cost a lot of time. “We do not make
it in extra work hours, it is actually replacing much of our ‘content time”, she said with
a reserved voice. She continues and explains that for her it is important to have a
balance between form and function. “Sometimes”, she says, “you seem to emphasize
form over function. It is as if the tools take over the process, and this should be the
other way around.”
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Here, the design lead was especially worried that spending much time on Pensiopoly would
get in the way of time available for analyzing the collected data or “content time” as she
called it. She asked the designers whether it was possible to finish the game quicker. The
designers responded that it was difficult to hurry up the design process. In interviews, they
explained this as being in the middle of a creative process and they wanted to see where the
process would lead them to before they could even deliver anything to their clients. Despite
the hesitations of the project lead, the designers continued working on Pensiopoly. The
game was edited repeatedly, until the size, colors and experience were up to the
expectations of the designers. Being frustrated about this, the team lead said in one of the
weekly team meetings: “Come on, do we adapt to the sketches [of Pensiopoly] or the
sketches to us?”

Photo 1. Designers make sketches of Pensiopoly

As time passed, the available work hours for the research phase were “drying up”, as the
designers called it. Yet, so far, no analysis was made. The design lead and another designer
became worried. This led to a bigger dispute within the design team, and between the
design team and the client as the designers needed more billable hours to finish their work.
Finally, the night before the team had to take a flight to their client’s office, the game was
finished.
On the first morning of their arrival back in the design studio, the designers showcased
Pensiopoly to the other designers. One of the designers was holding up Pensiopoly. Proudly,
she said: “George [the visual designer] helped us a lot in making it perfect”. Soon the area
became more crowded with designers. They passed Pensiopoly around from hand to hand.
While looking at the game, they complimented the design team (see photo 2). They asked
questions about the development of Pensiopoly and which tools the designers used to make
it. From that moment on, the design team was referred to as “the Pensiopoly team”.
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Photo 2. Designers show the final prototype of Pensiopoly to colleagues

Taken together, these observations show that for the designers, crafting Pensiopoly was an
extremely attractive practice. While we gave the example of Pensiopoly here, crafting took
many shapes in the work of the designers. For instance, the designers also spent hours on
making detailed drawings for design deliverables such as the customer journey and the
service blueprint. And they dedicated a lot of time on creating new tools and improving
existing tools, like the online whiteboard Mural. In other words, it was a recurrent pattern
that the designers prioritized ‘crafting’ over other activities even though it did not directly
benefit the service design project itself. It did however allow them to practice and master
their design skills. It also allowed them to make sense of the renewed frontstage and
expectations of their clients. Finally, it allowed the designers to regulate their frustrations
and stress and replenish emotional energy. In the following, we further elaborate on this.

4. Crafting to practice and master their design skills
The renewed work context of the designers no longer allowed the designers to train their
craft skills in the frontstage. The frontstage, where designers interacted with clients and
management consultants, was shifting to activities that demanded them to engage in more
mental work and perform another role - namely that of the innovation consultant. Here, the
designers spent most of their time on meetings, giving presentations, sharing slide decks,
and organizing design workshops for clients. Yet, solely working on more cognitive-heavy
activities was unsatisfactory and even draining for the designers. The need for improving
their skills, experimenting with new tools, and sharing knowledge about best practices
remained. Therefore, the designers continued crafting in the backstage when designers were
not pressured to act a certain way by clients or management. This becomes particularly
evident in the following example. We saw that the designers spent much of their time on
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developing the Pensiopoly prototype even if it led to discussions in the team and slowed
down the collaborative design processes. When reflecting on this, one of the designers said:
“[We craft Pensiopoly] for personal development, we can learn something. As designers we need to keep on learning, expanding our design toolkit. I never made a game
before. We can try out new skills … We have been interviewing for weeks now, and we
are all tired and stressed. Let’s do something exciting.”

Similarly, another designer in the Pension+ project said:
“Maybe, it [Pensiopoly] does not work even though it costs us a lot of time. Well… that
is ok. Because we tried something different, we innovated our methods, and it was
good.”

This quote suggests that regardless of the outcomes of Pensiopoly, making the interview
game was useful because it allowed them to reinvent their own way of working and as such,
expand their design toolkit and expertise. Making Pensiopoly allowed them to grow and
practice their designer skills, which they deemed vital to being a professional designer.
Fjord’s head of strategy explained the efforts of designers to maintain manual crafting in
their work as a response to their changing work context:
“Projects are becoming increasingly conceptual and therefore designers feel the need
to create room for training their manual skills. They do so by choosing to spend time
on tools which may not necessarily support content but help them grow.”

Similarly, in interviews, the designers highlighted the need to practice their design skills. In
particular, the designers referred to the importance of portfolio updates. One of them said:
“Creative professions [like design] need to show their portfolios to build their position
in their communities to get new jobs... What will the future designer’s portfolio look
like? My last tangible entry in a portfolio was three years ago. Now is all about preparing change and mobilizing organizations to embrace design ... am I a still a designer?”

This shows that not being able to manually craft on a regular basis makes the designers
question not only how they can progress their career but also their entire identity as a designer as such. Their sense of self is bound up with the ability to make things and to be an
expert in the craft of product design. Similarly, another designer highlighted that design is
not just a job for him and his colleagues, it is part of their personal identity:
“This is not a job for us. We all take our jobs so personally. (…) We take our craft super
seriously.”

Not surprisingly, then, the designers were frustrated when there was no or little opportunity
to engage in manual crafting. In an interview, a project lead who worked for many years at
Fjord as an interaction designer specialized in designing digital products, said that she considered it difficult “to lead in projects that are super alien and far from what designing has
been”. She explained this as:
“Sometimes we do not need to sketch or design anything. I found it very annoying to
work on a communication and strategy project. It is like I am not an expert anymore in
what I am supposed to do.”
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The quote above illustrates that designers feel out of place in their renewed frontstage. Particularly, they feel that the new work is not sufficiently anchored in the manual crafting practices familiar to them, and therefore they cannot do a good job, as the following interview
fragment further illustrates:
“yeah, it's been more than one year that I did not work on screens. […] I'm just doing
this quick sketching, just to give the client an impression of what it could be, but it's
not real design. Increasingly, we do service design and cater to the needs of clients.
We don't anymore learn how to make screens. [...] I miss it.”

For designers, “making screens” or “creating sketches” was not just a step in the design
process or a matter of delivering outcomes to clients. It was a matter of practicing their
embodied expertise. Taken together, crafting in the backstage allowed the designers to
engage in “pure craft” (Kroezen et al., 2020). It allowed them to practice their tactical
expertise and learn new skills as a service designer without compromising their mastery in
product design.

5. Crafting to make sense of the work requirements in the renewed
frontstage
While creative work like design is per definition open-ended and ridden of uncertainty
(Jones et al., 2015), ambiguity in and around work processes increased as the frontstage of
design was changing. One of the designers said: “now more than ever, each project is like a
blank slate. We never know what comes out of it or what is expected of us. There is a lot of
confusion.” In other words, the fieldworker repeatedly witnessed discussions between
designers around what they were designing and how they could best organize their work for,
and their interactions with clients and consultants. The following fragment of fieldnotes
illustrates the confusion that designers felt about their changing frontstage work:
One of the designers sighed. She looked frustrated. With impatience in her voice, she
said: ‘I do not know where we stand. What are the next deliverables? How do we
prioritize our behavior in such ways that we meet this deliverable? Who does what?
What do we exactly deliver? What do we mean with Customer Journey delivery or the
Service Blueprint? What do they look like?’ Then she turned quiet. She crossed her
arms and stared at the other designers. Another designer broke the silence and said:
‘yes, this could be everything. I am also lost’.

This fragment of fieldnotes shows that in the renewed frontstage, the designers feel “lost”
and want to make sense of what clients expect of them. Unknowing how to move the design
project forward. Comments like “what do they look like” show that the designers are used to
knowing the shape of a deliverable before coordinating tasks and getting to work. Yet in
their new frontstage, with different types of clients and tasks, design is not only about shape
or form but also, and foremostly, about content. The following designer’s comment further
illustrates how emphasis on content in the new frontstage created confusion: “I do not know
what to do. We have been talking for days now, and we have not designed anything yet”.
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To make sense of what needed to happen in the frontstage, the designers turned to crafting
in the backstage. Crafting became a way for them to make sense of abstract design
processes and deliverables that could be reached in multiple ways. A designer explained that
crafting with physical materials helped her to literally make the intangible tangible:
“We are busy with digital and vague stuff all day long, but we also need the physical.
So, the physical space of the studio is important to us, to keep our feet on the ground.
We use artifacts like scissors, papers, and post-its. We also make drawings, posters,
and all that. It helps us to keep our feet on the ground”.

Indeed, the following example shows that interacting with materiality, and in particular
crafting in the backstage, away from clients and consultants, helped designers to better
understand what their work as service designer entails.
Carrie took one of the empty A4’s that were on the table. While the other designers
were talking, she started drawing diverse visualizations of the customer journey. Then,
she took post-its and gave each visualization a title. When one of the designers noticed
what she was doing, she said: “I have another idea”. She joined her and started
sketching. Soon, the table was filled with post-its and paper sheets. Pointing at these,
designers entered a discussion and explored possible design directions.

As this fragment from fieldnotes suggests, when working on the customer journey, designers
made drawings to visualize how the customer journey could look like and what steps they
needed to take to develop this. In observing them, designers repeatedly emphasized that
visualizing efforts helped to “bring [design] processes that are up in the air, on the ground
again”. Using visualization tools was a habit for designers, something they often did without
being aware of it. This also becomes clear in the following example in which designers used
post-its to “download” insights from user interviews:
I [the fieldworker] sit with the designers Carrie and Jane who are ‘downloading’, or
extracting the key insights from, the user interviews. Later they will summarize the key
insights into something they call an “insight report”. … They work on their laptop,
separately listening to an interview that the design team conducted. While they listen
to the audio record, they read the notes made during the interviews. Each time they
identify an important insight, they pause the record and visualize it on a post-it. …
When they are done, they paste the post-it behind the designated ‘category’ on the
poster that is hanging on the wall.

What we saw is that designers not only increasingly engaged in activities associated with
‘business practices - like interviewing, writing analyses and making reports – but also made
things tangible, which helped them to “think in action” (Schön, 1983).
Taken together, crafting in the backstage allowed the designers to make sense of their increasingly abstract work for clients. Designers engaged with materials to better understand
what clients expected from them and for instance analyze information from interviews with
potential users. Crafting in the backstage was not necessarily a way to celebrate embodied
techniques and nostalgia as in the case of ‘pure craft’ (Kroezen et al., 2020), but a way for
them to make sense of what happened in the frontstage without embarrassing themselves
or displaying their lack of understanding and ignorance in front of their clients.
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6. Crafting to replenish emotional energy
Designers also experienced an emotional drain from the renewed and often unclear requirements that surfaced in their interactions with clients. Crafting in the backstage allowed them
to re-energize themselves and enjoy their work. Rather than projects of labor, the designers
saw their work as a ‘labor of love’ or ‘projects of passion’ (Amabile, 1997). They often spoke
about how much they loved design and considered it important to give themselves fully to it.
A designer said:
“We design for love. People here like pixels more than their own families. For them it
is all, everything”.

In drawing a comparison between “pixels” and “families”, he highlights that designers not
only love to engage in design activities, but they also give them a sense of purpose and
meaningfulness. For example, it was no exception that in the studio the designers took it
personally when clients did not like their work. They identified so strongly with what they
made, that feedback or criticism was often experienced as a personal attack. A designer
once burst out in tears after a client presentation. The other designers then commented:
“she was exhausted and desperate almost, she put too much of herself into it”. Working
hard, for the designers, was more than a matter of succeeding professionally. For them, it
was a personal matter.
Although they all found it important to craft, internal discussions evolved around the
question whether designers should spend time on crafting practices such as drawing,
sketching and prototyping. These discussions mostly evolved between the old timers and
newcomers who recently joined Fjord and has a background in business, management and
alike. A designer summarized the core of these discussions as follows:
“When are you spending your time right? When do you spend 80% of your time on
craft, and the rest on ‘politics’ and other work, or vice versa?

With “politics” he broadly refers to expectation management with respect to clients and
involved Accenture consultants. With “other work” he refers to activities that are not
directly related to crafting such as writing reports, keeping track of billable hours and other
more mental work-related activities.
Moreover, even though deadlines were tight, designers prioritized crafting over other work
activities, mostly because it brought them enjoyment. Often, the designers highlighted that
spending more time on crafting allowed them to experience pleasure in their work. One of
the designers said that making Pensiopoly allowed her to turn a “boring” design project into
something “fun”.
“For me, this project is like other projects. It can be really boring to design banks or
financial services … So, [I thought] let's use this chance for me on a personal level to
try something different. So at least I've done something that I am happy about and
proud of. [...] together we had so much fun making it.”
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For the designers, crafting allowed them to turn “boring projects” into something fun, experiment with new styles of working and connect not only with their work but also their peers.
Having the freedom to experiment and play was difficult as the designers increasingly shared
their workspace with their audiences. Since the acquisition by Accenture, the designers
moved to a new studio in downtown Madrid which was accessible for Accenture consultants. Often, without notice, the latter walked in and showed their own clients the workspace
of the designers. The designers expressed their frustrations about this and made comments
like: “they come in and visit us as if we are monkeys in a zoo” or “it is difficult to get into the
flow if an Accenturian [referring to an Accenture consultant] is having a loud phone conversation next to you”. Also, when doing projects, the designers often worked periodically at
the office of clients. In the Pension+ project they shared a workspace with their clients and
other members of their clients’ innovation team – lacking private space. At times, they could
reserve the glass-walled meeting rooms that were attached to the shared workspace. These
rooms were completely transparent, and the designers often joked they would enter the
‘stadium’ when they went into the room. Clearly, the designers were frustrated about the
lack of their own private workspace. They said things like:
“We need our own space to be creative, and to learn. Our creative process is messy
and mainly in the first stages we are learning about the client organization and the
market, so we are in an uncomfortable space. Also, we are a new team and need to
get to know each other. We need to be able to make jokes and laugh. We want to
speak Spanish but if the client is there all the time, we need to do it in English. We
want to share mistakes and the unpolished version of what we are doing. Having the
clients beside us creates a sort of pressure.”

Later, one of the designers highlighted the discomfort she felt: “imagine looking over the
shoulder of a chef when he is cooking”. Another designer added to this: “we need space to
be ourselves, not to perform. Our own space is sacred”.
These observations show that the designers experience increased stress and frustrations
from working in a renewed frontstage. In fact, the new frontstage sometimes took over their
place of comfort backstage. In fact, the designers felt so much pressure that they felt the
need to hide things like the chaos, the mess, the jokes, the gossip, the ignorance, and the
mistakes. They really wanted to have more freedom to experiment, play and explore their
crafting work - ideally in a space hidden from clients.

7. Discussion and conclusions
Through the case of designers who were shifting from product design to service design, this
study reveals why it is so difficult to change the work of craftspersons. Building on an embodied perspective to crafting, we show that craftspersons’ relationship with themselves
and their work is defined by a particular material engagement. Because of the constitutive
relationship between craftspersons and materiality, it is hard to simply replace or remove
objects, tools and techniques previously key to their work practices. Instead, our case of designers who shifted from product design to service design, shows that craftspersons find
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ways to maintain a particular material engagement in work practices - whether this benefits
their renewed work context or not. We saw designers ‘move’ their crafting to the backstage.
In the renewed frontstage, in their direct interactions with clients and other audiences, designers were ‘forced’ to do more mental work, while crafting had taken a peripheral role. It
was limited to making drawings for reports and digital prototypes for presentations. In the
backstage, however, when the designers were among trusted peers, they could revive their
connection to the craft. Here, they spent a lot of time on manual crafting including making
prototypes, drawings and visualizations which were time-consuming and not required to satisfy their clients’ demands. Crafting in the backstage allowed designers to master their design skills, make sense of the renewed frontstage, and replenish emotional energy.
In the beginning of this paper, we asked: what is the role of materiality in the work of
craftspersons? Our study shows that because of the co-emergent relationship between
craftspersons and materiality, it is hard to change the work of craftspersons. Craftspersons
are used to act in certain ways, and engage with their materials, tools, and techniques as a
matter of habit. The idea that craftspersons habitually engage in certain actions is not something new. Sennett (2008) already explained that in their quest for mastery, craftspersons
can become so used to engaging in certain engagements with materiality that over time they
perform these unconsciously. Recently, Bell and Vacchani (2020) made a similar point that
craftspersons, their surroundings, materials, embodied techniques, and objects exist in assembled relations which in its totality informs the practice of crafting. We add to this by
showing that a consequence of this entanglement is that it is hard to change work practices.
This insight is relevant as, just like other forms of work (Fayard, 2021), craft is rapidly changing.
While our data show that designers maintain their crafting practices through moving backstage, a remaining question is whether these ‘backstaging practices’ are sufficient for designers to remain happy and committed to their job over time. When returning to the field after
a few years, our informants said that many designers had left Fjord. Future research could
further explore whether such designers indeed left because crafting moved to the periphery,
or whether there were other reasons. Such research can help us better understand the role
of crafting in the emergence of service design. Will crafting remain backstage or move ‘back’
to the frontstage, for instance because designers need to differentiate themselves from
business consultants and strategists who are specialized in more cognitive work?
Our research has two implications for methods. First, our research shows the relevance of
doing organizational ethnography to unravel the embodied perspective to crafting. Through
embedded longitudinal research in an organizational context, researchers cannot only know
what people say they do, but also the (often unconscious) behaviors they enact over a
longer period. Further, it allows studying the ‘backstage’ where people are in their private
domains.
Second, we show the relevance of doing a ‘negative’ or ‘deviant’ case study to build and
strengthen qualitative rigor in research. More specifically, we looked at a case where
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craftspersons were ‘forced’ to drop their tools and stretch their work practices. Doing a negative case allowed us to confirm the ideas that Sennett (2008) and Bell and Vacchanni (2020)
bring forward: in crafting work there is little distinction between craftspersons and the materials with which they engage. We encourage researchers to employ a negative case study
design to show the entangled nature of relationships between people, bodies, techniques,
objects, and their surroundings is enacted as this is usually hard to observe.
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